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Tho Nguyen
and
Kathryn Wilburn

I n t e r v ie w w it h D o t J o h n s o n ,
Ow n er of the Reuben C hapm an House
by
T h o N g u y e n a n d K a t h r y n W il b u r n

We chose the Chapman House to report on because we
both go to Chapman Elementary School (Tho only goes to
Chapman Elementary for SPACE class) and since Governor
Chapman was an early governor of Huntsville.We picked the
Chapman House also because the land that Chapman
Elementary is on was once owned by the Chapman family.
One May morning, we went to visit Mrs. Johnson at the
Chapman House. We were nervous, yet excited. When we got
there we looked around in amazement. We walked through
the boxwoods that made you feel like you were entering a
palace, looking at a white house, smelling the boxwoods,
wondering, and looking at all the little details we might not
have noticed before. We rang the bell, Mrs. Dot Johnson
opened the door and smiled. We stepped inside, said hello,
and got to work.

KW:
How has the neighborhood changed?
DJ:
Well, when the house was built, there were no neighbors.
None. That was in 1830. And down through the years others
were built like Oak Place. When we moved here there were
houses on Rosalie Ridge, that’s all. There were no other
84

houses around us. We had the best of both worlds. We had
country without houses; in fact at one time we had two cows.
Then about seven or eight years ago, it started building up
and it has changed the way we do things in that, well, we
don’t go out in our pajamas anymore. We don’t have horses
anymore. We put our two horses to sleep. They were very,
very old and that’s why we put them to sleep. But the
neighbors enjoyed them.
There are good things. All the neighbors are very, very
nice. And we did not have a sewer, we had a septic system
and when they put the street in they put in the sewer. And
there are conveniences. Before we couldn’t have a disposal
before, and now we have a disposal.
We don’t have nearly as much mowing to do. Before we
kept all the pasture mowed in front of our house and mowed
all the way down to the spring. All that we kept mowed, so it's
cut down on our work tremendously.
KW:
What was this house originally used for, just to live in?
DJ:
Yes, it was always a residence, never used for the storage
of grain or hay like some of the old houses.
KW:
When was the house built?
DJ:
The house was built by a man named Christian around
1830. In 1809, Mr. Christian bought the land from Rosalie
Ridge to Oakwood, thinking that he had this land with the
spring on it. But when it was surveyed, much to his disgust
and surprise, he found that he was a couple of city blocks
away, so it did not belong to him after all.
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So the man that first bought this land was named George
Kaiser. And he only kept it for about a year and then Mr.
Christian bought it from him. Now Mr. Christian had bought
his land from the government and he paid cash for it. When
this land came for sale he didn’t have any money left, so he
couldn’t pay cash for this 160 acres where the house is and
the spring is. So it took him ten years to pay for it. He made a
payment to the government every year. He bought what we
call equity. He paid Mr. Kaiser enough money that he was
happy, a down payment. Then he finished making Mr.
Kaiser’s payment to the government. In other words, he
bought Mr. Kaiser’s equity in the land.
So by 1820, he had it paid for, and at that time, or some
time in there, he started cutting the trees and making lumber
out of the trees and started cutting these stones out of the area
right behind us to make the foundation of the house. And he
let the wood dry for up to 10 years before he started to build
the house.
And one of the things about this house, or any house this
age, is that the lumber they used is called first growth lumber.
Now the soil has all kind of minerals in it and when a tree
grew, it took up all those minerals to make it very strong.
Termites wouldn’t eat it, so they had no termite problem. And
another thing he did was let it dry naturally in the air for
many, many years. So today, the wood up in the attic and
upstairs, all the wood in this place, is just as good as it was the
day it was put up there.
The lumber we use today does not have all those minerals
in it because when a tree would die in the old days, it would
rot back on the ground and those minerals from the tree would
go back into the soil for another tree to take up. So even
though a tree they used in this house may have been the tenmillionth tree in that spot, it still had those minerals in it.
That’s one of the good things about an old house.

86

KW:
How many rooms are in this house?
DJ:
There are six rooms, plus two halls, a breezeway and a
kitchen. If you count the halls and the breezeway, there are
ten rooms.
Now the doors are very wide and the reason they are wide
is because ladies at that time wore voluminous skirts and they
needed big, wide doors to get their skirts through.
The reason the ceilings are so high is that in the summer,
the heat rises and it would make it much cooler. Also in an
old house you always have north, south, east, west openings
for cross ventilation. Windows were on all sides of the house,
so that when you opened windows you could get a breeze
going through.
And another thing the old timers did was build on the side
of the hill, not at the top of the hill and not in the valley, but
half way up the hill.
KW:
How did each o f the owners inherit the house?
DJ:
Some of the Chapmans, I believe, rented it out for a while.
That was back in the 1890’s and Mrs. Chapman's husband
died and she and her children moved to Huntsville. They
leased the land to another family, but the family took care of
it very well. They did a lot of things to it. They had the
Victorian mantle put in here. We found there’s a crack in the
floorboards behind the sofa and when we we first moved here,
we found a newspaper dated 1893 that had been stuck down
in the crack so we knew that was the date they did some
change.
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TN:
Have you ever found any bones?
DJ:
Under the house we have found bones, but they were
chicken bones for some dog, or a ham bone, that a dog had
carried under there. We haven’t found people bones.
KW:
Was this the Chapman house that burned?
DJ:
No, this was not the one that burned. In fact, Governor
Chapman did not buy this house until after the Civil War,
after his house was burned. His house was across Maysville
road. It was a big, brick two-story mansion, and the Northern
army burned it to the ground on the last day of the Civil War.
TN:
How long have you lived here?
DJ:
It will be 24 years in a couple of months. Now the Mrs.
Chapman that lived here before we did, lived here 49 years.
After Mr. Christian died, his wife continued to live here and
then she died and they sold the farm, sold this place. It went
through two or three different hands in a period of two or
three years. And then a man bought it for his daughter when
she married. Augustine Withers and her husband lived here
for many years, but they never owned in. Mr. Withers’ fatherin-law owned it. And then Governor Chapman bought it. And
then we bought it. It had not been out of the Chapman family
from the time of the end of the Civil War until we bought it. It
had been in that family a long time, hadn’t it?
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KW:

Do you know when any of the owners inherited the house?
DJ:
I don’t remember the exact date Withers took over the
land from the Christian estate except that it was in the mid1840’s and Withers lived here until his father-in-law died and
Governor Chapman bought it, I believe, in about 1873 or
1872.
KW:
Did Governor Chapman actually live here?
DJ:
No, he didn’t. He was old and in ill health and he lived in
a hotel downtown. During the Civil War he was arrested and
put in jail in Massachusetts. After the war he came home and
he and his family moved into one of the hotels.
77V:

Has anything exciting or interesting happened here?
DJ:
Yes, you’ve heard of Lily Flagg? Well, this is where Lily
Flagg was kept, the cow. And in 1890, when she supposedly
won the world’s championship butterfat contest, (Which she
didn’t win, but they said she did.) she was pastured here and
two little girls lived here and they were about your age. And
there were two cows, Lily Flagg and Goldie. And they loaded
them up one morning in trucks to take them to the fair and the
two little girls rode down—one had a pink ribbon and one had
a blue ribbon—and one of them put blue ribbons on one of the
cow’s horns and the other put pink ribbons on their other
cow’s. And there were a lot of parties here because the
women who lived here were always great cooks except me.
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KW:

Did any o f the other owners have any pets that they kept
here?
DJ:
Yes. Reuben Chapman, the last Reuben Chapman that
lived here, had a pet bull snake . And we had one. We called
him Slippery Sam. We had horses out in the stable. They
would dribble corn on the floor and that would lure the rats
and mice in. And one day I went out and there must have been
at least 30 or 40 rats on the floor eating the com off the floor
of the stable. The horses were out in the field at that time.
And I picked up a brick and threw it and it killed one of the
rats. I didn’t aim, I just threw. And we put out poison and
nothing got rid of the rats. And, finally, old Sam came to live
there, this snake, this bull snake. And within a month, we had
no rats, no mice. Bull snakes are truly a friend to the farmer.
So we took care of Sam, we’d feed Sam.
One day my husband was filling the water tank for the
horses and Sam had a habit: He’d come around the comer of
the smokehouse, across the garden, down over the hill and
into the woods. Day after day at the same time.We’d had a
drought and that particular day when Walt was filling the
water tank, Sam came slithering by and he said he just had a
feeling that the snake wanted water, so he put the hose on the
ground and let the water drain on the ground. The snake came
up, lapped up some water and went on his way.
So when they started building the first house down here, I
came home one night and somebody had killed Sam. A lot of
people kill all snakes, no matter what they are, and that’s
wrong. Now, poisonous snakes, I see no harm in killing, but
you should never kill a bull snake, because they are really a
friend since they eat the rodents.
Now Mr. Chapman had a bull snake to keep the rat and
mouse population down. And one day he had gone to town
and two of the little tenant-farmer boys killed that snake. And
they told me, when we first moved in, that was the only time
in their lives that they saw Mr. Chapman mad.
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The Chapmans always kept ponies here and they kept
cattle. This was a dairy. This diary was the Chapman Dairy. It
took care of all of Huntsville; it furnished milk for all of
Huntsville and much of Madison County.
Then after the second World War, about 1948, a law was
passed that all dairies had to have homogenization and the
Chapmans felt they were too old and it was just too expensive
for them to go into it and buy all that equipment. So they gave
up the dairy.
People tell me that the woods up here were just like a park
because that’s where the cattle grazed. They grazed up here
and across the road and all the way down to where your
school is.
From Maysville Road probably to about where your
school is, there was a cornfield. Mr. Chapman has told me
that, during the Depression in the 1930’s when times were so
hard and people were hungry, that people would walk up
Maysville Road and look around to the right and then left and
jump into the cornfield and get an ear of corn and eat the corn
raw. They were so hungry.
We have a plat [of the property]. Let me show you. I’ll get
it for you. In 1884 Governor Chapman had this plat made of
the place. It shows the house, the bam, the spring. Over here
across the road where the houses are now, that was a
vineyard. They raised their own grapes and made their own
wine. And on the other side was an orchard. And then where
Rosalie Ridge is was the cornfield and then the pastures.
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KW:

Do you know any o f the professions o f the Chapmans?
DJ:
They were all lawyers. All the Chapmans had law
degrees. Mrs. Chapman was a school teacher, the Mrs.
Chapman that we bought our house from. And her husband
was a lawyer, but he didn’t practice law; he farmed and ran
the dairy.
The Withers that lived here, he ran the Huntsville
Democrat. He was editor and owner. The Christians, he was a
farmer. It started off with a farmer, went to an editor, then the
Chapmans were all lawyers, and my husband is an engineer.
KW:
Do you own all the land that the Chapmans had?
DJ:
No. The Chapmans had 800 acres altogether. That’s a lot,
isn’t it? They owned land from Oakwood up to the top of the
hill on the east and to the top of the hill on the north. Mr.
Chapman gave the state the land for the road, for Highway 72.
We own 2.2 acres. We only bought the two acres that the
house and buildings stand on. We didn’t buy the spring. The
spring belongs to he people who bought lots from the
subdivision above us. And everyone who lives up there and
owns a lot has the privilege of going to the spring. So it
doesn’t really belong to any one person, but to everyone in
that subdivision.
Have you been to the spring? Oh, we really don’t have
time today, but some weekend if you want to come up here, I
will take you to the spring.
The spring buildings were built long before this house was
built. I think those buildings were put up around 1809 and are
some of the oldest in the state of Alabama, and definitely the
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oldest in north Alabama. The only place where there would be
older buildings would be down in Mobile.
KW:
Which is older—Oak Place or the Chapman house?
DJ:
The Chapman house. That’s another thing. We know that
George Steele built Oak Place as his residence, but there are
so many details of this house that are identical to Oak Place
that we think that George Steele was either the architect or the
builder. We haven’t been able to prove it. For instance, the
style of the doors was identical. Identical. There are closets in
this house, like there are closets in Oak Place. Oak Place has a
built-in medicine cabinet; this house has a built-in medicine
cabinet. Oak Place has hidden transoms; this house does too.
Come, I'll show you.

Soon, we had to go back to school. As we stepped out of
the house we could remember everything Mrs. Johnson told
us—the cows, the hidden transoms, the dairy, the bull snakes,
and especially the things she found. She found things like doll
arms, broken pottery, arrowheads, and figures from the
second floor. We took a piece of plaster—with horsehair in
it—back with us.
We still wonder one thing. How does it feel to have an
open country side all around, with cows and horses in sight,
yellow and pink flowers, pastures, cornfields, and the blue
sky.

Background Reading
Maroney, Mickey. “The Withers-Chapman-Johnson House:
A Plantation Cottage.” The Historic Huntsville Quarterly.
Spring 1989.
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THo Nguyen is eleven years old and will movefrom ColonialHills
Elementary to Chapman Middle School thisfall. She likes to collect
photographs of herfamily, friends, and herself. Herfavorite
architecturalstyle is Queen Anne.
Kathryn Wilburn is elevenyears old. Her hobbies are bike riding,
swimming, playing with Pogs, andplaying softball. Herfavorite
building style is also Queen Anne.

Drawing o f the Chapman House
by
Tho Nguyen and Kathryn Wilburn
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